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Sun, Sea, Sex, Sand and Soap 
A recent issue of Young People Now (November 1995) mentioned the new (UK) Channel 4 
television soap opera Hollyoaks by Phil Redmond, which raises the issue of the role of 
‘soaps’ in the daily lives of young people. Australian soaps are especially popular in Britain 
and of interest to those who work with young people, because they have a high proportion of 
youthful looking actors and actresses and frequently depict scenes involving young people 
and apparent ‘real’ teenage dilemmas. 
On one level it may be commendable that actors who are young(ish) play roles that are 
ostensibly about young people and their alleged problems. However, the casting of young, 
largely unknown, actors reflects more the political economy of soaps in their relative 
cheapness and dispensability, rather than any genuine attempt to create an oppositional text 
for, about and by young people. 
The production context of soaps is as important as the text itself because the creative process 
is driven by factors of competition with other soaps, time slots, profitability and the capture 
and retention of advertising revenue. Australian soaps function more as structural frameworks 
for advertising revenue than as vital or autonomous contemporary texts. This is the world that 
Redmond’s Hollyoaks must negotiate successfully, to rise above much of the current teen 
soap material on offer. 
According to the article in Young People Now (November 1995) the blurb from Channel 4 
indicates that Hollyoaks (a particularly naff name?) ‘will have the same concerns as teenagers 
today-girlfriends, boyfriends, fashion, music, mobile phones and computers!’ Young people 
and youth workers might balk at this bland shopping list of teenage consumerist concerns 
which sounds more like a promotion for a light hearted offering on children’s television than 
a cutting edge youth soap of the 1990s. Despite the celebrated consumer spending power of 
12-16 year olds in the UK, it can be asked if Hollyoaks ‘an irreverent look at life in the ‘90s’ 
will actually find room for the complex and grim reality of young people’s concerns over 
homelessness, unemployment, HIV/AIDS etc. 
It can be posed that within the Australian soaps and their breezy patina of ‘sun, sea, sand and 
sex’ lies a deeply ideological and conservative discourse full of moral injunctions about the 
‘proper’ role of young people in contemporary Australian society. In the Australian soap 
much is signified by the exclusion of ‘significant others’ in the form of thy disabled or Black 
and Indigenous people and also gay men and women, or indeed, any character that does not 
reflect a relatively simple and compliant profile of conspicuous consumption. In the 
hermetically sealed narrative system of the soap there is seemingly no tolerance for complex 
and richly hewn black or gay roles. If they occur, they usually come to grief quite quickly. 
The overwhelming discourse is of white, healthy, able-bodied and decidedly heterosexual 
consumers in an avariciously consuming society. Situated in the middle of some of the 
gravest refugee and human rights crises of modern times, none of the Australian soaps 
deviates from this closed and largely mythical world of relentless consumption. 
While the apparent ‘liberal’ possibility of heterosexual and short lived extra marital 
relationships is permitted, the soaps give the impression that Rwanda with all its death and 
horror (and subsequent atrocities worldwide) never happened, and all that matters is the 
accumulation of wealth and property, standing as a preferred reality of everyday existence. 
Common thematic sequences in Neighbours and other soaps are the conflicts between order 
and disorder, where reality is untidy and full of problems; between community and the 
individual, where the individual is bound by the rules of the local community; between 
maturity and youth, where children and young people must learn to accept the values and 
wisdom of the adult community; and between cooperation and competition, where ruthless 
individualism and selfishness while admirable components of commercial success, fail to 
lead to happiness. Young people are usually positioned as the binary opposite of ‘good’ and 
the moral conservatism of the text is thereby reinforced and reproduced. 
While youth workers (and other figures of influence in the lives of young people) may 
dismiss soaps as ‘empty’ they are instead full of thematic and ideological material worthy of 
analysis and should not be allowed to slip past our critical attention. Productive work can be 
done with young people to unravel, decode and challenge the formulaic properties of the text 
of soaps, excavating and exposing their sub-structures of narrow (economically written) 
characterisations, gender stereotyping and racial and other social exclusions. 
For a considerable number of British young people watching Neighbours, Heartbreak High 
and Home and Away, these texts, particularly in the European winter time seem to stand as 
the authoritative referent for everyday Australian life, in the form of sunshine, barbecues and 
‘healthy living’. More complex and contradictory representations of living day to day in 
Australia rarely surface within such texts and it is to be hoped that Phil Redmond, as both 
writer and executive producer of Hollyoaks, will be able to resist the commercial imperatives 
of the advertising industry to feature images of children and young people that suit the 
advertising industry, as vehicles for branded products. 
If Redmond can also avoid the creation of narrow and bland characterisations as well as 
tokenistic, one dimensional tilts at ‘real’ social issues, in favour of complex and credible 
representations of some young people in Chester, then Hollyoaks may begin to address and 
reflect the lived experiences of many young people in contemporary Britain. For this 
possibility alone, Hollyoaks might (just) be worth watching and talking about. 
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